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PAYMENT OF THE NATIONAL DEBT. 



The subject to which I wish to call the attention of the pub- 
lic is one that is of great interest to each and every citizen. I 
have reference to the labor troubles, now disturbing the business 
relations throughout the country. I have for years made a 
study of the relation of labor and its results to accumulated debt, 
a question closely connected and involving the perpetuity of re- 
publican institutions. The association of the subjects, inseparable 
in their relations, involves personal liberty and individual pi'otec- 
tion. I wbuld say in connection with this subject that I have al- 
ways looked upon our Government, as established by its founders, 
as the means to develop the highest manhood consequent 
upon the capacity of the individual, he being left free and 
unencumbered by all unnecessary restraints, other than 
those that give security to the whole. To establish this individ- 
ual standard, we have gone to an immense expense to educate the 
masses. The diversity of capacity made it necessary that each 
and every one should be equally protected by law. The great 
necessity for this was to protect the weak from the strong. This 
is essential that Democracy should survive and live. 

The natural qualifications, or gifts, of men are varied. The nat- 
ural capacity of some to acquire is manifestly so superior that even 
with the protection of law it is difficult to maintain equality of right. 
We all recognize that to regulate intelligence by law is impossible, 
but to protect the weak from being fraudulently overreached is 
possible. Upon the questions involving the equal rights of man, 
the Government, in administering public affairs, has departed 
from the rule of the founders, and passed its sovereign powers 
to corporations, making them co-ordinate in one of its most im- 
portant and essential features — the taxing power — and this, not 
for the benefit of the Government, but for private uses. By doing 
so it has swelled the indebtedness to an alarming extent. So 
ponderous has this irregularity grown, that we stand to-day over 
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a volcano which is liable at any moment, by eruption, to rend the 
whole fabric. The question is, if it has not already broken through 
the crust. 

The tendency of man to seek wealth, and through its pow- 
ers to dominate his fellow-man, is the history of the world. 
In a private capacity this tendency is oppressive enough, 
but, when a great government lends its powers to back the 
natural capacity to acquire wealth, and then, through law, 
gives coloring to support domination and oppression, it resolves 
itself into a despotism, and becomes cruelty intensified. The 
struggle of 1776 placed in our possession a rule of govern- 
ment unsurpassed for carrying out the designs intended. 
Mr. Jefferson's construction of it has proved concise, clear, 
and unanswerable. Let us return to its powers as expounded by . 
him. To do so we must first pay off the national debt, and return 
to an economical administration of the Government. We should 
eschew all ambition for a great and powerful government, to 
which we are tending through the machinery cumulating round 
the great war debt. What we want is a great people. To accom- 
plish this, we must elevate the individual standard. To do this 
it is necessary to remove all stress that gives power to one class 
over another. 

The first essential step to return, is to clear away the rub- 
bish consequent upon the struggle between the North and South. 
The excrescence called a national bond, upon which is based 
that other form of debt, known as bank notes, or corporate 
promises to pay, wherein lies an offensive distinction, anti-demo- 
cratic, a distinction created between man and man, that makes 
one class to live upon the interest of its debts, which it 
dispenses across the counter to another' class in exchange 
for their promises to pay, from which the interest is exacted — 
a privilege by which idleness is enabled to live upon the proceeds 
of industry without consideration, like unto the aristocracy of the 
feudal days, save the Baron was a man of blows, while our bank- 
barons are men of legalized fraud. Such a condition cannot exist 
in our midst and the Eepublic survive ! Which shall it be ? The 
bird is about to be hatched — the shell or crust is cracking ! We 
must meet the question ! There is no avoidance. There is but 
one remedy ; that is, to remove tke evil that is the source of our 
trouble — ^the War debt ! 
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The public debt is the bane of liberty. Liberty cannot exist 
with such bondage suspended over the industry of the land — 
a fiction created by law for war purpoees, to enable accumu- 
lated capital to escape taxation, and now perpetuated that it may 
prosper at the expense of labor. For this purpose its far-reach- 
ing powers affect every department of industry, and absorb the 
life currents. It is an ulcer upon the body of the toiler, that not 
only destroys the vital foi'ces, but invites disease in its most horrid 
form, in the shape of fraud. 

The human heart knows no passion that comes with such force as 
the desire of gain. It subserves all other ends of life to its use. 
It overrides justice, crushes life, and subverts established rules of 
government by perverting them to its designs. It prostitutes the 
noblest impulses of nature. It enters the church, the counting- 
house, and all available points, to secure its ends through the 
interest-bearing debt. The debtor is the servant of the creditor — 
his slave, his menial — a private ownership without responsibility. 
Whether he lives or perishes, the pound of flesh is the penalty of 
the bond. But more : a national bond means national enslave- 
ment through its officials. The bondholder is the master, for 
whom principal and interest is to be collected. The government 
official is the slave-driver, who cracks the whip and applies the 
lash for such unholy extortion. You cannot take from man 
that which he earns and give it, through any device, 
to another without equivalent, and not commit robbery. 
You not only deprive labor of its results, but you enslave him to 
the use of those who receive. At the commencement of the civil 
war, the laborer was taken from shop and field and marched to 
the front with gun upon his shoulder to be shot down to save the 
Union. Those who were fortunate enough to return have since 
been toiling with their fellow laborers to pay the interest upon 
the debt. They saved the Union, they nominally liberated the 
blacks, but they enslaved themselves to a master who remained 
at home during the struggle, and inaugurated the condition to 
the fostering of his own greed. Can such condition be continued 
and liberty retained ? Impossible ! Where the slave foot treads, 
freedom has no existence. 

The situation has culminated and become positive in our midst. 
It demands immediate relief. " An ounce of prevention is worth 
a pound of cure." Let us be wise in time and avert the evil. 
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There is no conflict between capital and labor. No conflict is 
possible between labor and its results. The conflict is only with 
those who take its results unjustly. Labor is the wealth of the 
nation. The wealth of the nation, through the powers of govern- 
ment, is turned into the coffers of the bondholder. In this wise, 
at the close of the intestine struggle for the Union, the slave block 
of the South was moved to Wall street, New York, and now daily 
the laborer is virtually put up and sold through the bonds and 
sureties offered. To hold this situation, all the devices and 
practices possible are resorted to. To remove it, there is but one 
way possible, and that is to cancel the debt ; for the Government, 
being the debtor, is owned by the creditor, who converts all its 
sovereign powers to absorb through taxation the values produced 
for his benefit, until we find that to satisfy his greed and per- 
petuate its own existence, it sweeps annually the whole wheat 
crop into the treasury, and there, under various pretexts, hoards 
the surplus or squanders it by appropriations. The tons of silver 
remaining in the vaults are kept ostensibly for the same purposes. 
In connection with this vast accumulation of silver the treasurer, 
by his act, has set aside as an idler one hundred millions of gold 
to redeem the greenback, which experience should have taught 
him needs no redemption. No one asks it, no one wishes it. The 
note is non-interest bearing and the people's money. It is the 
life of our business, for it is a harmonious trust of the whole to 
the individual for commercial purposes. Every time the individ- 
ual purchases what he needs with it, it is redeemed. Is this vast 
amount held in idleness to continue as the galling chain of bond- 
age ? Its glitter does not lighten its burden. The accumulation 
is a violation of the spirit of our Government. The constitution 
provides that the House of Congress may lay and collect taxes, reg- 
ulate duties and imports for specific purposes, but not a dollar more 
than is necessary for the end designed. This is strict construction to 
which Mr. Jefferson held. The last twenty-five years have changed 
the whole condition. In the struggle of 1861, when it was 
found that the capital of the country would not come to its relief 
in the hour of peril, it was purchased with these bonds. It then 
refused to pay taxes upon them, and has done so ever since. Under 
them it has expedited itself from any and all support in the shape 
of taxes. Not satisfied with this relief, it has sought every avenue 
to compound interest in its favor. The promissory note, known 
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as a bank-note, is the first compound upon the debt. To give it 
existence as money, it is indorsed by the Government, from which 
the holder again draws interest on loans at thirty, sixty, and 
ninety days, so compounding by taking the interest out of 
the principal loaned. Here we have debt based upon debt 
without limit. This condition is exhaustive. No business 
in the world will, or can, pay compound interest and survive. 
Fostered by the sovereign powers of government, interest has 
become king, ruling a nation staggering under this unnatural 
condition. Labor cries aloud against the misery he suffers, and 
strikes at random in his blind frenzy. His violence gives pre- 
text to the master to order him shot down, which the Government 
cruelly ejEecutes by slaying or driving him back to his den. 
Such the events of recent days verify. We call these cruel 
murders justice. To maintain law and order, without investigating 
the cause, we force him to ignominious submission. The slavery 
of the South was a blessing compared to the present debt bondage. 
Through the slavery of the South, we were, in obedience to the 
inordinate greed of the human heart, unwittingly civilizing a 
barbarous people ; but in this instance, through government force 
and fraud, we are enslaving the Christian laborer to this same greed 
of his fellow man. The view presented of the accumulated burden 
of debt is not a fancy. I have before me a tabulated statement 
of interest upon the bond from the beginning, with the connect- 
ing link of the slave chain, the National Bank exhibit. To state 
these figures is simply to confuse. The human mind fails to 
grasp it. Hence I avoid figures, and keep as close as possible to 
the principle involved. The debt of the country piled upon the 
national debt runs into billions. 

The national debt is the foundation upon which is piled State 
and town debt. Divested of figures, let me state again that debt is 
slavery in its most objectionable form. Its ponderous weight carries 
with it the horrid idea of perpetuity, simply for the reason that the 
human mind fails to grasp the possibility of payment. Each and 
every individual, pausing to consider, must recognize that the per- 
petuity of the debt means the sale of our children into bondage. 
However we may enslave ourselves, we do not possess the right 
to sell our children. Mr. Jefferson held, and there is no greater 
authority, that each generation should pay its own debts. If we 
have received the benefit let the obligation be cancelled in 
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full; if not, the more reason to extinguish the fire that must 
consume our children in its ilames, who, with this burden of 
debt entailed upon them, must curse the parent that begot them 
and the day that they were born ! In order to comprehend the 
condition we must grasp its fullest scope. We have, as I have 
stated, at an immense expense, educated ourselves to a higher esti- 
mate of life and its advantages. We have given to the common 
mind a fuller knowledge of the luxuries to be enjoyed. Imbued 
with this knowledge, the laborer is capable, willing, and efficient. 
Under such conditions is it justice, is it right, to relegate him to 
absolute servitude of debt, which must be the result unless this 
question is met and adjusted by removing the incubus and return- 
ing to the old standard of economical government ? General An- 
drew Jackson, in his message vetoing the old United States Bank, 
expressly said : " Pay the national debt. Let no surplus be 
allowed in the Treasury. Practice the closest economy in the ex- 
penditures of the Government." Let me call attention to one 
more precedent that should have great weight in the administra- 
tion of the afEairs of the Treasury Department. I refer to the 
platform upon which Horatio Seymour was nominated for 
President, July 7, 1868. The 3d and 4th resolutions are as fol- 
lows : 

Third — Payment of the public debt of the United States as 
rapidly as practicable, all money drawn from the people by taxa- 
tion, except so much as is requisite for the necessities of the Gov- 
ernment economically administered being honestly applied to 
such payment, and where the obligations of the Government do 
not expressly state upon their face, or the law under which they 
were issued does not provide that they shall be paid in coin, they 
ought in right and in justice be paid in lawful money of the 
United States. 

Fourth — Equal taxation of every species of property, according 
to its real value, including government bonds and other public 
securities. 

With all these precedents so instructive before us, is there any 
reason for pursuing a tardy policy ? We must not for a moment 
imagine that the bondholder, the national banker, who holds the 
key to the situation, will for a moment relent. Not so, they only 
seek evasion. They propose arbitration. Arbitration with cor- 
ruption gives them time to fix more firmly their fangs. Industry 
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cannot arbitrate with the hand that grasps its throat. What it 
requires is the removal of the hand, and then it may consider arbi- 
tration. To relieve the situation only requires the will of the 
Government to do so. 

The bonds that are due may be called in. Those that still 
have time may be purchased at a much more reasonable rate than 
their continuance involves. Further, retire the bank-notes, can- 
cel them with greenbacks, and so destroy their face in bonds. To 
close," issue greenbacks sufficient to pay the balance. It is better 
that the people should wear out the debt in shape of greenbacks 
than that the debt should wear them out. People have the debt 
to pay, and this is the easiest way by which it may be accom- 
plished. 

A. Sakders Piatt, 



